Carbohydrates as recognition molecules in infection and immunity.
Consideration of host-parasite interactions encompasses a wide range of phenomena from adhesion to epithelial surfaces to interactions with cells of the immune system. This review focuses on the role of carbohydrates as recognition molecules in these complex interactions. The abundant glycoproteins and glycolipids of cell surfaces of both prokaryotic and eukaryotic cells have the ability to exist in a variety of spatial configurations through alpha- and beta-linkages and the formation of branched structures. This ability carries with it the opportunity of acting as informational molecules greater than that possible for proteins or nucleic acids. The blood group substances are probably the best characterized of these carbohydrate containing molecules. Whilst at present a detailed understanding of the importance of these molecules in host-parasite interaction is lacking, the material covered in this discussion emphasizes the way in which carbohydrate based recognition has been shown to be involved and may provide the basis for further understanding.